

    
        
          In Vodka Veritas

        

        
        
          A Tai & Trey Story

        

        
        
          Tina Whittle

        

        
          Published by Tina Whittle, 2025.

        

    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Dedication

In Vodka Veritas (A Tai & Trey Story)

In Vodka Veritas

Still Want More?

About The Author

The Tai Randolph & Trey Seaver Series



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Lady Luck, who delivered me my very own once-in-a-lifetime miracle hand

      

    


Copyright © 2025 Tina Whittle

All rights reserved.

In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written consent of the copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Without in any way limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

This is a work of fiction. Any references to real places, real people, real organizations, or historical events are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, organizations, places, or events are the product of the author’s imagination.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

In Vodka Veritas


[image: ]


The morning of Trey’s birthday dawned brilliant and blue, glossed by a spell of cool weather that was unusual for mid-September Atlanta. We’d made no plans—Trey wasn’t a cake-and-candles kind of man, after all—but Garrity had insisted we do something.

So he’d dragged his decrepit charcoal grill over to Trey's apartment, along with several slabs of porterhouse in a beat-up cooler. He’d brought beer too, a couple of six packs of milk stout, as thick and robust as pumpernickel. Then he’d immediately taken over, setting up on the terrace, sending me out for potatoes to bake, ordering Trey to make a salad of some kind.

“I know you have vegetables,” he said. “And olive oil and vinegar. You always have that healthy crap lying around.”

Which Trey did. So I called Rico, and we drove to the Publix on Peachtree Battle and bought potatoes and boiled peanuts and playing cards. And that was how, as the sun set behind Midtown on the first day of the thirty-fifth year of Trey’s life, we ended up gathered around his mahogany dinner table, well-fed and content, with no place to go and nothing to do on a Saturday night except play cards and finish the beers.

Except for Trey, who insisted on finishing the dishes.

I watched him at the sink, sleeves rolled up, hands deep in suds. He paid close attention to every glass, every plate, occasionally holding the faceted crystal to the light, turning it this way and that.

“Are you sure you don’t need any help?” I called.

He shook his head. “I’m almost done.”

Garrity chewed on his unlit cigar—smoking was strictly verboten in Trey’s vicinity, but Garrity liked props, and a hand-rolled Dominican made a nice one. He was ahead, had taken the lead right out of the gate and kept it, even if a table of three made for less-than-thrilling play. I kept waiting for Rico to pull his dark horse routine, but he was sanguine and low key. Rico got cutthroat about a lot of things—poetry being at the top of the list—but amateur poker was not one.

I was less mellow. “Jeez, Garrity, play or fold. You’ve been staring at your cards like they’re in code or something.”

He pulled the cigar from his mouth. “Why’re you in such a hurry?”

“Because I hate dawdling.”

“This isn’t dawdling, it’s contemplation.”

“I swear, if you don’t—”

“Raise,” he said, and thumped a quarter forward.

Rico shook his head. “I’m out.”

I turned the glare on him. “What’s with you? The slightest bit of action from this guy and you crumble.”

“Play the cards you’re dealt, baby girl, and I’ll play mine.”

Garrity tapped the table. “Meet it or beat it, Tai.”

I threw another quarter forward, biting my tongue. I was pretty sure Garrity had had me beat since the seven of hearts had showed up at the turn. He held three of a kind sure as sunrise, topping my pair of nines, but if the final card came up a nine...

Garrity flipped over the card—the freaking ace of spades. I blinked at it, tried to keep some semblance of a poker face. But Garrity was too sharp for that, despite the beers.

He grinned. “What ya gonna do?”

I threw down my cards and cursed, and Garrity made kissy noises at the pile of coins as he pulled it to him. Damn. There went the last of that nice bonus I’d earned for delivering a client’s new dress uniform to a strip club on Cheshire Bridge Road. He’d handed me a wad of singles rubber-banded into a hard roll for a tip. And now I’d handed most of that to Garrity.

“You had sevens, didn’t you?” I said.

He shook his head and put his cards facedown into the muck. “You get out before the showdown, you don’t get to see.”

I gathered the cards into a stack again. Garrity put his soggy cigar on the table with a quick glance at the kitchen to make sure Trey wasn't looking.

He wasn’t. He was busy drying now, using a soft white cotton towel to polish the last bit of water from the glasses before putting them away. Watching him clean made me happy in the same way that watching him draw diagrams or run on the treadmill did. He was purely himself when he was absorbed, utterly unselfconscious.

Garrity kicked the empty chair beside me. “Trey Seaver, why are you washing dishes on your birthday? Sit down and play.”

Rico turned in Trey’s direction. “I didn’t know you played.”

“I don’t.” Trey folded the dish towel into precise quarters and placed it on the counter. “I did, however, several years ago.” He did a quick calculation. “Ten and a half approximately.”

This was news to me. The only time I ever saw Trey messing with cards was for memory work, and then it was usually a tarot deck—seventy-eight cards made for a greater mental challenge than fifty-two. I tried to picture Trey seated around a smoke-wreathed table, a cigar stuck in his mouth. My imagination failed me.

“Were you any good?” Rico said.

Trey nodded. “I was good.”

Garrity laughed. “You were good at losing.”

Trey considered, nodded again. “Yes, I was good at that too.”

And Garrity laughed some more. “Back when we both worked patrol, some of the Red Dog guys used to have poker night once a week. One of the regulars got sick, so I invited Trey. First night he shows up, he shucked us down. Everybody was like, damn, who invited him? And then the beginner’s luck ran dry, and we cleaned him out on a regular basis. After that, he was everybody’s favorite guest.”

Trey shook his head. “You never cleaned me out. I always broke even.”

And Garrity laughed some more. And Rico gathered the cards for shuffling and dealing, his turn now to choose the game. But I was thinking, and thinking hard. Nobody else seemed to have heard what Trey had said, or if they had, they weren’t really paying attention or they would have noticed the contradiction. I didn’t think it was a contradiction, though. I thought Trey had just said something very interesting.

I started stacking my pennies. “Trey? What did you mean when you said you were good at poker, and good at losing at poker too?”

“Oh. I meant that I was good at poker, but that Garrity’s friends got annoyed when I won. He told me to stop, or I wouldn’t be invited back. So I did.”

Garrity turned slowly in his chair. “You did what?”

“I stopped winning.”

Garrity stared at him. “Are you telling me you lost on purpose just so you could keep coming?”

Trey nodded.

I laughed. This was exactly what I’d been expecting to hear. But Garrity was flummoxed.

“You threw the games? You? That’s like cheating in reverse.”

Trey looked insulted. “I did not cheat. I didn’t, however, press my advantage when I had it.”

“Just so you could stay in the game?”

“So that we both could. It seemed important to you, and your friends didn’t seem to notice.”

Garrity looked startled, almost wounded. His relationship with Trey was tense and stilted and uncomfortable at times. I knew it had once been profound and reciprocal and deep, in a way that only cops who’d once been partners could understand.

Trey had never had the words to articulate it, however. What had been, what he’d lost. Garrity covered everything in a smothery gruff concern, but I knew he missed the easy camaraderie he’d once shared with the man in the kitchen. He made a point of not bringing it up. And now here was Trey, trotting out the old times like a faded photo album nobody knew he’d been keeping.

Rico smacked the deck on the table. “So how good were you?”

Trey considered. “Very good. A simple understanding of odds and ratios combined with an analysis of each player’s behavioral predictabilities will succeed fairly regularly, if practiced consistently.”

“Care to demonstrate?”

Trey looked my way, head cocked. I patted the chair next to me.

“Sit down, boyfriend. Time to put your money where your mouth is.”
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An hour later, we’d all put a bunch of our own money where his mouth was.

Garrity was getting frustrated. “You were this good and you faked being that mediocre?”

Trey shook his head. “I wasn’t this good then.”

“Of course not. You didn’t have a freaking lie detector in your skull then.”

Trey finished stacking his winnings into neatly ordered towers. Bluffing him was impossible. We may as well have been
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